*Pediculus humanus capitis* is an obligate parasite of humans that usually infests the scalp of children. Head louse infestation (HLI) is endemic worldwide with no strict limitation as to age, sex, and race \[[@B1],[@B2]\]. HLI causes scalp itching, irritability, and occasional secondary bacterial infection as a result of scratching \[[@B3]\]. HLI also causes emotional and social distress because children believe that HLI is a result of poor personal hygiene. Although a recent report has shown that the overall prevalence of HLI in the Republic of Korea decreased to 4.1%, it is still estimated that more than 100,000 Korean children are plagued by the head louse \[[@B4]\].

Socioeconomic factors are important determinants of the occurrence of transmissible skin diseases. For example, low education and sharing beds are risk factors for scabies \[[@B5]\]. A growing body of evidence suggests that host factors, such as family income, hygiene, and the number of family, are related with HLI \[[@B6],[@B7]\]. Although HLI is still a problem, there are currently limited data about human risk factors associated with HLI in Korea. The aim of this study was to examine socioeconomic conditions and personal factors influencing HLI.

The present study was carried out from September to December 2007 in 17 primary schools throughout the country. Six schools were in urban areas; 1 each in Seoul, Busan, Daejeon, Gyeonggi-do, Chungcheongnam-do, and Jeollabuk-do, and 11 schools in rural areas: 1 in Gyeonggi-do, 5 in Chungcheongbuk-do, 3 in Chungcheongnam-do, 1 in Jeollanam-do, and 1 in Gyeongsangnam-do. For the diagnosis of HLI, students were examined carefully by visual inspection of the scalp and hair for the presence of adult lice, nymphs, or viable nits. Nits which were within 1 cm from the scalp and plump, shiny and tan to coffee-colored with an intact operculum were considered viable. The students were subjected to questionnaire and data were obtained from the questionnaire. This included several questions on living together with parents, source of family income, parents\' education levels and occupation, the number of family members and number of children in a family, the number of people sharing a room, and the number of hair washing per week. A total of 334 questionnaires were obtained from children with HLI and 1,876 questionnaires from children without HLI. Incomplete answers were excluded from the data. Statistical analysis was performed using chi-square test and the Student\'s *t*-test. *P*-values of \<0.05 were considered significant.

The socioeconomic and personal factors associated with HLI are presented in [Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}. Whether children were living together with parents was a significant factor associated with HLI. This is partial agreement with a previous report demonstrating that the infestation rate among children living with both parents was lower than that among children not living with both parents \[[@B8]\]. However, it is interesting to note that an important factor related to HLI is mother but not father. The children living with mother had lower infestation rates (*P*\<0.001) but the children living with father did not (*P*=0.124). Mothers usually pay more attention to their children, which might be associated with this result. The rate of HLI was significantly decreased in 2-income family (*P*\<0.001). Occupation of parents also affected the prevalence of HLI (*P*=0.018 for father\'s job; *P*\<0.001 for mother\'s job). HLI was lower in children whose fathers or mothers were public officers or teachers, whereas HLI was higher in children whose mothers were housewives. Ciftci et al. \[[@B9]\] also found that the children whose mothers are housewives are easily infested by head lice. This indicates that stable jobs decrease the prevalence of HLI. There were no significant differences between education levels of parents and HLI. The number of family members living with the child was inversely correlated with HLI, while the number of children in a family did not affect HLI. The number of people sharing a room had a positive effect on HLI. However, the difference was not statistically significant (*P*=0.064). Previous reports showed that the increase in the size of family is the main factor facilitating the transmission of HLI \[[@B6],[@B10]\]. It has been proposed that larger families may pay less attention to their children due to lack of support and financial limitations \[[@B11]\]. Contrary to common belief, our results indicate that large family decreases the risk of HLI. A previous report has shown that the infestation rates were positively correlated with the number of persons sleeping in a room. For example, the rates of infestation were 2% for living 2 persons, 3.5% for 3 persons, 4.8% for 4 persons, and 5.8% for 5 persons in a room, respectively \[[@B12]\]. Our results also showed a low correlation between the number of people sharing a room and HLI. These suggest that the increase in the number of people sharing a room but not the number of family member is a risk factor for HLI in Korea. A strong negative correlation was indicated between the number of hair washing per week and HLI (*P*\<0.001). The average frequency of hair washing per week was 3.9 for infested children and 4.7 for not infested children. Our data confirmed previous findings that a low frequency of hair washing is responsible for HLI \[[@B13]\]. As expected, hygiene conditions in the house, such as consumption of water and washing facility, are known to affect the prevalence of HLI \[[@B7],[@B14]\]. Hygiene education for children may be helpful in reducing HLI.

This is the first study describing in detail the risk factors related to HLI in Korea. In conclusion, we have presented evidence that several factors, such as living together with mother, family income, parents\' occupation, size of family, and frequency of hair washing, were associated with HLI. These data could give rise to a baseline for monitoring children who are susceptible to HLI.
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NS, not significant.
